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The  Artist-Naturalist  in  the  Museum 

To  successfully  paint  nature  subjects  for  exhibits,  the  artist  working  in  a natural  history 
museum  must  be  deeply  committed  to  both  art  and  the  natural  sciences.  Through  the 
decades--from  the  late-eighteenth  century  starting  with  Charles  Wilson  Peale’s  pioneering 
work-artist-naturalists  have  contributed  to  museum  exhibits  involving  every  conceivable 
aspect  of  the  natural  world. 

Although  the  technology  of  exhibits  production  has  evolved  and  scientific  discoveries 
have  added  to  and  changed  our  understanding  of  nature,  the  nature  artist’s  sensitivity,  his 
sense  of  proportion,  and  his  power  of  delineation  have  remained  an  asset.  Through  their 
interpretation  of  scientific  research  and  discovery,  diligence,  and  artistry,  artist-naturalists 
have  attained  a solid  and  traditional  place  in  the  natural  history  museums  of  America. 


About  the  Artist  - R.  G.  Larson 


Robert  G.  Larson  was  born  in  Albert  Lea, 
Minnesota,  on  January  6,  1921.  While  attending 
public  schools,  he  spent  many  hours  along  the 
shores  of  a nearby  lake.  Hunting  wildfowl, 
upland  birds,  and  big  game  was  a seasonal 
activity  at  the  Larson  home  and  much 
discussion  centered  on  such  outdoor  activities. 
The  conversations  regarding  wildlife  and  the 
outdoors  had  an  influence  on  the  young  artist’s 
choice  of  subjects.  He  often  examined  the 
game  brought  home  by  the  hunters  and 
became  fascinated  with  the  colors  of  the  birds 
and  the  variety  of  textures  of  the  mammal  furs. 
These  experiences  prompted  Larson  to  begin 
drawing  nature  subjects.  He  found  them  close 
at  hand  and  actually  began  to  draw  at  the  age 
of  five. 

During  these  early  years-the  time  of  The 
Great  Depression,  prolonged  drought,  and  the 
"dust  bowl"  days-he  began  to  appreciate  the 
importance  of  conservation.  Natural  resources 
and  the  state  of  the  natural  environment  have 
been  a constant  concern  of  Larson’s  ever  since. 

After  World  War  II,  at  the  advice  of  his 
long-time  friend  and  mentor,  the  renowned 
nature  artist  and  painter  of  museum  habitat 
backgrounds,  Francis  Lee  Jaques,  Larson 
enrolled  at  the  Layton  School  of  Art  in 
Milwaukee,  Wisconsin.  He  studied  fine  art  and 
received  instruction  from  abstractionist  Walter 
Quirt;  painter  of  cityscapes  Garret  Sinclaire; 
sculptor  Wolfgang  Beal;  and  designer- 
photographer  Gerhard  Bakker.  During  his 
studies  at  Layton,  Larson  became  intrigued  with 
fine  arts. 

In  1945,  Larson  worked  at  the  Milwaukee 
Public  Museum  in  the  Department  of  Vertebrate 
Zoology.  At  that  time,  this  division  was 
responsible  for  most  of  the  museum’s 
environmental  habitat  exhibits.  In  1947,  he 
painted  a large  habitat  background,  working 


under  the  supervision  of  such  notable  museum 
specialists  as  Owen  J.  Gromme,  Department 
Head  and  artist;  C.  Keith  Gebhardt,  Chief 
Designer;  Irving  Beihan,  background  artist;  and 
Walter  C.  Pelzer,  widely  recognized  mammal 
taxidermist  and  sculptor.  While  in  Milwaukee 
he  and  Mary  Carey  also  from  Minnesota  were 
married. 

After  this  Milwaukee  period,  the  couple 
returned  to  northern  Minnesota  to  engage  in  a 
private  business.  However,  Larson  stayed  in 
close  contact  with  the  art  and  museum 
communities.  In  1955,  he  again  became  a full- 
time museum  artist  when  he  joined  the  staff  of 
the  Missouri  State  Museum  in  Jefferson  City. 

In  the  spring  of  1956,  he  accepted  a position 
with  the  State  of  Texas  as  Director  of  the 
Sandhills  Museum,  a new  museum  built  in  the 
desert  and  devoted  to  the  history  and  art  of 
West  Texas.  Larson  remained  with  the 
Sandhills  Museum  project  through  its  four-year 
development  phase.  After  leaving  it,  he 
traveled  to  Sul  Ross  State  University  in  Alpine, 
Texas,  to  paint  an  extensive  ecological  mural 
sponsored  by  the  Du  Ponts  and  to  continue  his 
studies  of  zoology  and  art. 

Artist-Naturalist  Larson  joined  the  Exhibits 
Section  of  the  Illinois  State  Museum  in  1963. 
During  his  tenure  with  this  institution,  he  has 
painted  numerous  ecological  habitat 
backgrounds,  conventional  murals,  and 
innumerable  drawings  for  exhibits  and 
publications.  He  has  also  worked  on  a variety 
of  sculptures. 

Larson  works  primarily  in  oil  and 
watercolor.  He  has  executed  illustrations  in 
other  media  for  various  articles  of  his  own  and 
for  other  writers.  His  paintings  have  won 
awards  in  local,  state,  and  national 
competitions. 
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"Indian  Tending  Snares"  "White-crowned  and  White-throated  Sparrows" 

Oil  on  panel , 1974  Watercolor,  1967 


"The  Bison  Hunt" 

Oil  on  panel,  1974 

"Indians  Trapping  Rabbits" 

Oil  on  panel,  1974 

"The  Tornado" 

Oil  on  panel,  1977 

"Blue-grey  Gnatcatchers  at  Nest" 
Watercolor,  1969 

"Field  Sparrow-Grassland  Denizen" 
Watercolor,  1967 

"Two  Egrets  and  a Heron" 
Watercolor,  1967 


"Moving  to  a Sheltering  Bay-Buffleheads" 
Watercolor,  1986 

(Illinois  Duck  Stamp  Design  Entry--3rd  Place) 

"Quail  in  Winter" 

Watercolor,  1971 

"Late  Summer  on  the  Wabash" 

Watercolor,  1973 

"American  Mastodon" 

Pencil  drawing,  1975 

"World  of  the  Mastodon-lllinois" 

Pencil  drawing,  1975 

"Prairie  Chicken" 

Pen  and  ink  drawing,  1980 

"Mallard  at  Rest" 

Watercolor,  1973 


